Southern Door: Belgian Americans visit the homeland 


Club returns from Belgium 


By Pamela Parks « Advocate correspondent 
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A recent trip to Belgium was a homecoming trip in a sense 
for many of the members of the Peninsula Belgian 
American Club. 


Members who traced back their Belgian heritage visited 
the towns where their ancestors once lived and forged 
friendships with Belgians, who likely will one day return the 
favor and visit the Belgian Settlement in Wisconsin, 
located in Southern Door and portions of Kewaunee and 
Brown counties. 


The Peninsula Belgian American Club has been arranging 
trips to Belgium every other year since 1972. The most 
recent, a 19-day stay from May 17 to June 4 that included 
side trips to Denmark, Sweden and Germany, took 13 club 
members through the hamlets of the Belgian countryside, 
into historic sites, cathedrals and castles and to the big 
city of Brussels. 


Connecting with family history is one of the purposes of the 
Peninsula Belgian Club, and the trip makes that final 
connection. 


"People want to go and visit and see where their ancestors 
came from," said Kim Potier Davis, Peninsula Belgian 
American Club treasurer and trip organizer since 2000. 
"They do the genealogy research and know where the 
town is their ancestors came from and want to visit those 
towns and visit the churches, cemeteries and places they 
lived." 


"It gives you another incentive to want to go to Belgium 
and find cousins and relatives," said Sue Marchant. 


This was Marchant's fourth visit to Belgium. Her first trip 
was in 1992 with her husband, David. They spent a good 
amount of time on that trip tracking down her husband's 
relatives from both the Jeanquart and Marchant sides. 


Now, visiting Belgium entails reconnecting with past friends 
and relatives as well as students who have spent time in 
Marchant's home over the years getting a taste of 
American life in the small, rural town of Brussels, which 
shares its name with the capital of Belgium. 


Reconnecting with past exchange students was also a 
highlight for Sue Johnson. 


"| had exchange students from all three countries 
Denmark, Sweden and Belgium-and | thought this trip 
would be a great opportunity to see where they had come 
from," Johnson said. This was Johnson's first trip to 
Belgium. 


The travelers stay in the homes of their host families from 
the Wallonie Wisconsin Society, Peninsula Belgian 
American Club's sister organization. 


"That is what is so great," Marchant said. "We stayed with 
people. You get to live how they do and you get to see 
what they see. 


A poignant moment for Potier Davis was a visit to Antwerp. 


"Antwerp is the port that the Belgians left from," Potier 
Davis said. "You stand there and everything is old, and you 
just imagine them waiting there with their big trunks 
holding everything they left with and waiting to get on this 
boat to get to a land that is unknown to them. It was 
incredible to see." 


From Belgian chocolates and beer to waffles and Belgian 
Pie -which is only similar to the locally available version 
-the Peninsula Belgian American Club members were able 
to enjoy the taste of the county as well due to the 
generous hospitality of the Belgian hosts. 


"The food and the drink was outstanding. | tried pretty 
much anything | could and tried to eat things that were 
very much Belgian in Belgium, Danish in Denmark, and 
such," Johnson said. "The Belgian beers were wonderful 
and the chocolates, too." 


Not only was the food similar to the local Belgian 
Settlement, the landform was as well. 


"The layout of the land is very much like Wisconsin," 
Marchant said. "The difference is the buildings, they date 
back into the 12th and 13th century. But as far as the 
cropping and the land, cows were out in the fields and it is 
very much like Wisconsin." 


"We saw yellow fields that looked like mustard to us," 
Johnson said. "It was rapeseed that they grow to produce 
cooking oils. It was a good time to go because everything 
was in bloom. It is a beautiful country." 


Johnson said she also appreciated being able to travel by 
train, car, bus, train, ferry and cruise ship on the trip. 


On the opposite years, members of the Wallonie 
Wisconsin Society will travel to the Belgian Settlement in 
Northeastern Wisconsin and stay with host families just as 
they have done for decades. The task of matching 
travelers with families had gotten a bit harder as Walloon 
speaking Americans are aging, according to Potier Davis. 


Often Belgian visitors arrive in time for the Brussels Lions 
Club Belgian Days celebration. Last year, the Belgian 
visitors were the parade judges. A large party upon their 
arrival and prior to their departure is also tradition, as it 
was for the Peninsula Belgian American Club members in 
Belgium. 


"The Belgian people are very gracious and proud people," 
Johnson said. "And | am proud to be of that heritage." 


The city of Wavre, Belgium, sponsored the Peninsula 
Belgian American Club for a day. This group photo was 
taken in front of a fresco mural painting painted by Roger 
LeLoup on the wall of Pont Neuf parking at the center of 
Wavre. Belgium is known for such cartoon art. From left 
are Ken Davis, Kim Potier Davis, Randy Bouche, Debbie 
Matsen, Leslie Utech, Nellie DeBaker, Fran Meyer and 
Lynne Jossart. (Submitted) 


Anyone interested in joining the Peninsula Belgian 
American Club is welcome to attend a meeting to find out 
more about the club. Meetings are at 7 p.m. the third 
Thursday of every month through October at the 
clubhouse on County DK in Namur. 


